
On February 25, 1854, an article appeared in The Pioneer and Democrat of Olympia describing 
a possible seal for the fledgling Territory of Washington:

Seal for Washington. -- We have been shown a sketch for an official seal of our new territory, 
designed by a gentleman who has been connected with the northern railway exploring 
expedition, which we conceive to be eminently appropriate and beautiful. On one side is 
represented a log cabin and immigrant wagon – as emblematical of the infancy and future 
growth of our territory – with a forest of fir in the background. On the other is represented 
a sheet of water being traversed by a steamer and sailing vessels – the groundwork of a 
city appearing, with the goddess of hope, and an anchor in the centre, pointing above to 
the significant Chinook word “ALKI” – indicative of “we hope for greatness hereafter, and 
be content to bide our time.” It will be expected that the legislature adopt some design for a 
territorial seal, and we would respectfully call the attention of that body to the one referred to. 

A week later, The Pioneer and Democrat revealed the 
gentleman who created the seal was Lieutenant J. 
K. Duncan, an Army engineer who was attached to 
Governor Isaac I. Stevens’ Northern Transcontinental 
Railroad Survey. The paper further announced 
Duncan’s seal had been adopted as the official seal of 
Washington Territory. Duncan’s seal is now in the care 
of the Washington State Archives in Olympia. However, 
the Territorial Seal has held secrets only now coming 
to light, and the newspaper article quoted above is an 
important key to unraveling those mysteries.

What mysteries can lie in a tiny, beautiful, meticulous 
drawing measuring only two inches in diameter? Take a 
look again at a crucial part of the description: “On the 
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other is represented a sheet of water being traversed by a steamer and sailing vessels.”

Now look at an enlargement of the area in question. 

In all respects, the seal matches the article’s description except in the area with the single-stack, 
ocean-going steamship. Artistically, there are significant reasons that make this area of the 
seal suspect for redrawing or alteration, but it is very skillful alteration, especially at that scale. 
Remember, we’re looking at a seal with a total of two inches in diameter, with the steamship 
measuring only about a quarter-inch in length. 

Now that you have focused on this area of the seal and its oddity, step back and re-examine 
the whole image and the comparative perfection of the rest of the work. Maybe the reason the 
boat looks so wrong is because it’s hiding what was there before, and its form is dictated by the 
lines and images that already existed in the drawing. It would have been far easier for Duncan 
to alter the seal than to redraw the entire image. 

If that is in fact the case, are you willing to consider the possibility that what you are seeing 
isn’t one boat but rather… four boats? 

Look closely at the area of the enlargement where the paddlewheels hit the water. Do you see 
how that area feels like it’s on a different plane from the large steamboat, like it’s going toward 
you? Can you find the bow (front) of a smaller boat? Once you begin to see the bow of a 



smaller boat emerge from the paddle wash of the larger steamship, it is much easier to see the 
illogic of the large steamship itself artistically and mechanically. 

Are we seeing a boat in the paddlewheel wash because our brains are wired to see images (like 
we see pictures in the clouds), or have we actually locked onto the first clue to what the original 
seal might have looked like? In order to answer that question, we had to find solid evidence 
that those three boats existed within the large steamship in three important ways: artistically, 
technically, and historically.

Once again, take a look at the whole image.

At this time in art history, symmetry and symbolism were very important, and even in this 
tiny image, that is very clearly illustrated. If you look carefully, you can see that the two sides 
of the seal balance each other in a way that symbolically represents the past and future of 



Washington Territory. This is explicitly described in the Pioneer and Democrat article and 
is most obvious in the light/dark relationship between the two sides of the image, light 
representing the future and dark the past. This light/dark relationship is an important clue to 
solving the riddle of the seal, and we will get back to that. 

Structurally, this symmetry is further reinforced consistently throughout the work. For example, 
the fir trees mirror the spires, the clouds on the right mirror the Capitol Building on the left, the 
rectangular building to the left mirrors the log cabin on the right, the mountain (Mount Rainier) 
is mirrored by the spire to the left of the goddess of Hope. There is a sense of balance between 
light and dark, but the tree stumps on the right… don’t fit with the steamship on the left. 

This symmetry and symbolism is typical of the Victorian era, and the seal is filled with images 
the pioneers of Washington Territory would have recognized and identified with. For example, 
the log cabin is rendered in a way anyone who has grown up in Washington state, even today, 
would recognize as accurate. The future Capitol Building is rendered to resemble the U.S. 
Capitol dome at the time, the anchor is accurate (within artistic limits); and the covered wagon 
is something everyone would have recognized as realistic. Mount Rainier is recognizable, the 
trees are clearly indigenous, and the goddess of Hope with the anchor is a classic Victorian 
symbol. 

Let’s now look at the seal from both a drafting and technical standpoint. Two clear examples 
illustrate our point: the large steamship and the covered wagon. Remember that Duncan was 
an army engineer by profession and an accomplished draftsman and cartographer. 

The large steamship is a very odd thing. It’s significantly, mechanically incorrect in several 
crucial ways, lending credibility to the theory that Duncan created this image by cleverly 
working with pre-existing lines to create the illusion of a large steamship. Take a look at the 
smokestack: it’s positioned in the center of the paddlewheel boxes and completely out of 
proportion – it’s enormous, and in fact, as tall as the masts. If that were a real steamship, 
the boiler would be right where the paddlewheel turning machinery should be. The strange 
slanting object behind the smokestack reads as a walking beam (a very common device at 
the time for driving paddlewheels), but it too is in the wrong place. This steamship has the 
boiler, smokestack, walking beam, and paddlewheel machinery all occupying the same space! 
Although steamers on salt water at the time often had masts so their sails would provide 
auxiliary power if the engine failed, once again, the two masts on this steamship have rigging 
that makes no sense at all. In order to clearly see what we are talking about, compare the vessel 
in the Seal with the images of the USS Tennessee and the Coast Survey vessel called Active:

One could argue Duncan was just using artistic license. Keep in mind, however, Duncan was a 
trained army engineer who had taken part in very precise surveying of a route for the northern 
transcontinental railroad. If anyone understood the mechanics of steam-powered devices, it 
would be Duncan. 



Consider also the wagon that Duncan drew on the right side of the seal: even at the tiny scale 
of the seal, Duncan drew the wagon mechanically correctly. The spokes on the wagon wheels 
are precisely drawn, in sharp contrast to the messy, confusing paddles of the big steamship, 
and Duncan even paid enough attention to detail on the wagon wheels that he drew one 
smaller than the other. It was common at the time for wagons to have smaller wheels in 
the front than the rear, which allowed the wagons to turn easier. So, Duncan rendered the 
wagon wheels perfectly, but could not draw an accurate representation of the machinery of a 
steamship—that seems highly unlikely.

Now, take a look at what we came up with, retaining the ghost of the original steamship, to 
pull this all together. Can you see there are really three little boats hidden underneath the 
large steamship: a smaller steamer and sailing vessels—just as described in the Pioneer and 
Democrat?

Looking at the whole seal with this in mind, the seal now has better symmetry and makes more 
sense for the work overall. Do you see how the three vessels balance and reflect the stumps on 
the right side of the seal? Do you also see how the left, lighter side of the image actually reads 
more consistently? It’s subtle, but it is significant. 



Finally, let’s take a closer look at the critical area of the seal to pull it all together. By comparing 
the large steamship with the recreated small steamer and sailing vessels side by side, an 
explanation for the steamship’s peculiarities becomes much more obvious. As you can now 
plainly see, the location and size of the enormous smokestack are the result of a pre-existing 
door in a building behind. The masts and the deck of the steamship are created from the 
sailing vessels, hulls darkened to give the illusion of a deck, and the sails transformed into 
rigging with the masts extended. This created the perspective problem of looking down onto 
the deck of the steamship rather than straight on (inconsistent with the style of the rest of the 
drawing), as well as the impossibly unrealistic rigging of the steamship. Most creatively, Duncan 
saw an opportunity to obscure the little steamer with the paddlewheels of the large steamship 
and its paddle wheel wash. This explains the confusing lines depicting the paddles themselves, 
the confusing sense of motion of the paddles when the large steamship appears to be at rest, 
and the feeling the area of the paddle wheel wash is on a different plane than the steamship, 
almost jumping off the page.

We’re not done yet! We’re going to leave the seal for a bit, but rest assured, we will return to it. 

Close to Halloween of 1852, a small steamboat named Fairy, which, almost exactly a year later, 
would call Puget Sound her home, was issued an admeasurement certificate by the Port of 
San Francisco. Now in the care of the National Archives in San Francisco, the admeasurement 
certificate stated the interior dimensions of the little vessel in order to calculate her carrying 
capacity for registration. The Fairy’s interior length was 29 feet, 10 inches. Her hull had an 
interior width of six feet, and her hold inside was two feet, six inches deep. She had one deck, 
no mast, and a round stern (back part of the boat). We also know Arthur Denny described her 
as a side-wheeler in Chapter eight of his book Pioneer Days on Puget Sound. 

One month after the Fairy’s admeasurement certificate was issued, a metal worker named 
George Henfield filed a lawsuit in U.S. District Admiralty Court. Case #311 (also in the care of 
the National Archives in San Francisco) became known as Henfield vs. the “Fairy.” Henfield 
claimed the Fairy’s owners had not paid him for his services, and on page four there is an 
itemized list of all the work Henfield did on Fairy—one of those items was a “copper ‘scape 



pipe.” 

At the time the Fairy ran, there were only two general types of steam engines in common use 
in America for boats: low-pressure and high-pressure. In 1838, Scottish civil engineer David 
Stevenson wrote a delightful and comprehensive work, Sketch of the Civil Engineering of North 
America, in which he explains the basic differences between these two types of steam engines. 
Low-pressure engines were most commonly used in vessels on salt water, were very large (like 
the walking beam), and usually poked up above the cabin roofs of the boats they powered. 
Low-pressure engine design recycled the steam used to drive the pistons (steam exhaust) back 
into the boiler. These engines were more common than high-pressure engines on vessels that 
remained full time in salt water largely because they recycled their fresh water. High-pressure 
engines, more common on rivers and lakes where they could suck in fresh water to feed their 
boilers, simply vented the steam exhaust through a pipe into the open air. This vent pipe was 
referred to as an escapement pipe or ‘scape pipe for short. 

Now, we know for certain the Fairy had a high-pressure engine, since she had a ‘scape pipe. 

So what might this have looked like? 
What would be most noticeable, if the 
boat had a high-pressure engine, would 
be the sight and sound of the regular 
puffs of steam coming from the ‘scape 
pipe. Stevenson wrote on page 157 of 
Civil Engineering, “the volumes of steam 
discharged from the escapement pipe 
at every half stroke of the piston made 
a sharp sound almost like the discharge 
of firearms.” The puffs of steam from 
the Fairy’s ‘scape pipe would have been 
especially noticeable in the moist, cold 
climate of Puget Sound in winter. A 
wonderful illustration of what the puffing 
steam would have looked like through 
a ‘scape pipe can be seen in the famous 
painting of the steamboat, Yellowstone, by George Catlin. The ‘scape pipe is just behind the 
twin smokestacks and wheelhouse.

Arthur Denny’s claim that the Fairy was a side-wheeler is confirmed by the admeasurement 
certificate and lawsuit. The lawsuit stated that Henfield made “buckets” for the Fairy (“buckets” 
refers to the actual paddle part of paddlewheels), and the admeasurement certificate states 
the Fairy had a round stern. With paddlewheels and round stern, she had to have been a side-
wheeler: A sternwheeler always had a square stern to allow the wheel to turn at the back of the 
vessel.

So what picture do we now have of the Fairy? She was a tiny, high-pressure, single-deck 
side-wheeler with a round stern and no mast (typical of steamboats more commonly found 
on protected fresh water like lakes and rivers) on the salt water of Puget Sound—a very rare 
combination of traits. 

Let’s come back to the seal. Look at the right side of the hull in the large steamship. There are 
at least four dots there that don’t appear on the left side. Those dots are very confusing if you 

George Catlin’s painting of steamboat, Yellowstone, ca. 
1832-1836.



consider them part of the large steamship. Were they portholes? Why weren’t they on the 
other side as well? Initially we believed them to represent puffs of smoke from the stack of the 
little steamboat, but smoke doesn’t go in puffs or with such regularity—however, steam from a 
‘scape pipe does. 

Evidence in the seal clearly supports our conjecture that the little steamer depicted in the seal 
is an inland waterway steamer, one typically seen on fresh water, not the rough salt water of 
Puget Sound. 

With all of this in mind, let’s take a careful look at the little steamer emerging from the 
Territorial Seal. There is no visible machinery above her cabin from a large, low-pressure engine 
like a walking beam, and there are little regular puffs going back behind her - so regular 
Duncan would later need to draw the diagonal lines on the right side of the large steamship in 
order to obscure them. The little steamer also appears tiny in relationship to the buildings and 
other objects in the lower left side of the seal. The little steamer is also a high-pressure, single-
deck sidewheeler with a round stern and no mast on saltwater. With all of the boats or ships 
that Duncan had seen in his life...with all of the possible boats or ships that Duncan could have 
drawn representing the future of Puget Sound...why did he draw one so tiny? We can see only 
one possible conclusion: Duncan drew a steamboat he saw on Puget Sound at the time.

You’ve probably already guessed what we’re getting at by now: Duncan originally drew the 
Fairy into the Washington Territorial Seal!    

However, before we go any further, it is important to note the methodology used to recreate 
what we believe to be a reasonable representation of the original drawing for the Washington 
Territorial Seal. We were examining the seal in the first place because we were researching the 
Puget Sound steamboat Fairy. When we saw there was the possibility of a small steamboat 
emerging from the seal, the excitement was palpable. However, no line was allowed to stay that 
didn’t actually exist in the seal itself, even if it disagreed with what we believed the Fairy looked 
like. The recreation of the original drawing and the Fairy had to remain separate, and yet, 
continued research into The Fairy herself helped solve puzzles within the seal and vice versa. 
It was a parallel as well as symbiotic process. Every line of the seal was traced and studied in 
order to understand Duncan’s style and mark-making quality, to look for corrections in other 
areas of the seal, and to intimately understand the work as a whole. Even at publication of 
this article, there are still lines in the “reflection area” beneath the Fairy that we have not yet 
included in the drawing because we do not feel we have adequately made sense of what is 
there. We refused to publish anything about the seal until we felt very confident that we could 
stand honestly by the lines recreated and by the historical research. 

The Seal of the Territory of Washington raises two fascinating questions; Why did Duncan 



include the Fairy in the initial drawing of the seal, and why did he later replace her with the 
large steamship? 

In an article entitled “Pacific Railroad” in The Columbian, dated June 25, 1853, the public was 
informed Lieutenant Duncan and a party of sixteen were on their way to Washington Territory 
from the east. Duncan and his party were to meet up with Stevens, Stevens having started west 
from Minnesota. On July 9, 1853, according to The Columbian, Captain George McClellan (later 
a general in the Civil War) assumed command of the party that would head east to meet up 
with Stevens, and Duncan was placed under McClellan’s command. McClellan’s party began 
heading up to Puget Sound from Fort Vancouver. From there they would cross the Cascades 
and meet up with Stevens’ party. On July 23, The Columbian wrote that the party was already 
surveying the Cascades. So, Duncan may have passed through Olympia, but he did not stay 
long. Indeed, McClellan’s command did not return to Olympia until mid-December of 1853, 
according to the newspaper. 

These newspaper articles prove Duncan must have drawn the seal (a very precise and time-
consuming work) between mid-December of 1853, and late February of 1854, when the 
The Pioneer and Democrat wrote the article describing his seal. This was clearly his only 
opportunity. At the time Duncan drew the seal, the Fairy was the ultimate symbol of progress: 
she had been on Puget Sound for a little over a month, and she was a poignant symbol 
of technological advancement for the pioneers (and a symbol of the destruction of Native 
American way of life). On November 5, 1853, The Columbian wrote of the Fairy: “the firing of 
cannon proclaimed her appearance and brought the populace en masse to the bay side to 
behold the welcome little beauty.” The timing, and the celebration of all the Fairy represented, 
are perhaps the best explanations as to why Duncan drew her into the seal in the first place.  

So, why did Duncan redraw the seal with the large steamship? In December of 1853, Governor 
Isaac Stevens wrote a letter to Postmaster General James Campbell in Washington, D.C., 
complaining of the state of mail service in Washington Territory. Stevens argued that an ocean-
going steamship from Puget Sound to California was the only adequate solution for delivery 
of the mail, the only method of long-distance communication available to the pioneers on the 
West Coast at the time. An ocean-going steamer was the wave of the future, the solution to the 
problems of Puget Sound, not a tiny steamer that could only transport people from Olympia 
to Steilacoom. It may have been Stevens himself who ordered Duncan to redraw the seal with 
a large, ocean-going steamship in it. Rather than tediously redrawing the entire seal, Duncan 
ingeniously created a large, ocean-going steamship out of what already existed in the seal.  

We hope you have seen Washington Territory’s seal, as we have, with new eyes, and have come 
to realize there are treasures within it that have been overlooked for over a century and a half. 
The Fairy would become the first steam powered vessel on Puget Sound to regularly carry U.S. 
mail, the first to transport people and cargo daily from port to port on Puget Sound (what 
the Mosquito Fleet would later become famous for), and the first vessel of any kind to have 
a timetable published in a newspaper. Most importantly, she proved steam boating on Puget 
Sound could turn a profit, opening the floodgates that greatly advanced the cause of white 
settlers, and sealing the end of the traditional way of life for Native Americans. The Fairy lit 
the fire, that for good and ill, has burned in what is now Washington state ever since. Now, for 
the first time, we have an image of her created by someone who actually saw her with his own 
eyes.  

“The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new lands but seeing with new eyes.”

- Marcel Proust
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If you are interested in reading any of the newspaper articles mentioned in this piece, they are 
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OTHER LINKS: 

If you would like to read Stevens’s letter to Campbell you can find it here:
http://digitalcollections.lib.washington.edu/cdm/compoundobject/collection/pioneerlife/
id/3526/rec/4
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